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Professional Learning Communities: Inquiry Teams 

 

Professional learning communities are a group of educators who meet to be-

come more effective through “continuous inquiry and improvement” (Bullough, 

p. 168). Central to this effort is gathering and acting upon data (Bullough, p. 

168).  The approach and format of a professional learning community varies 

based upon mission or goals, but the characteristics are similar.  Educators ex-

plore shared issues or concerns with instruction and/or curriculum with the pur-

pose of raising student achievement.   
 

Inquiry Teams are a form of professional learning community that provide a 

forum for teachers to have a conversation about data.  “Schools and teachers 

typically suffer from the DRIP syndrome—Data Rich/Information Poor.  The 

results-oriented professional learning community not only welcomes data but 

also turns data into useful and relevant information for staff (DuFour, 2004).” 
 

Inquiry Teams 

Inquiry Teams are part of the New York State Reform Agenda which is de-

signed for sustained system and school improvement. The goal of NYS Inquiry 

Teams is to improve instruction through the use of data, conversations about 

instruction and assessment, and teacher action plans. The key is to find what the 

students need and to match the solution to the need. Inquiry Teams are built on 

the principle of delivering targeted instruction through analysis of data. Inquiry 

Teams need to build upon “shared beliefs and understandings; interaction and 

participation; interdependence; … and meaningful relationships” (Bullough, p. 

168). Targeted instruction includes instruction that meets the needs of the stu-

dents in the classroom and professional development that meets the learning 

needs of the teacher.  
 

If school based Inquiry Teams are going to be effective for improving student 

achievement, then the team needs to establish high expectations and accounta-

bility for achieving those expectations. Resources need to be channeled through 

a limited number of powerful strategies. These goals and strategies need to be 

written into plans of action for the school and for teachers. All stakeholders 

need to maintain focus. Decisions need to be focused on what contributes to 

student learning. These decisions need to be based on data and research-based 

strategies. 
 

Inquiry teams encourage the dissemination of best practices across classrooms. 

Inquiry Teams encourage everyone to get better rather than one person excel-

ling at the cost of others. Through collaboration, teachers have the opportunity 

“to share strengths and seek guidance from colleagues” (Hirsch and Killion, p. 

469. “Every student deserves to experience great teaching every day” (p. 469).  
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Professional Development for the Reform Agenda 

Teachers and administrators in Nassau County have been diligently building district capacity to make 

the New York State Reform Agenda successful for the students in the districts. Educators have been 

learning about Common Core Learning Standards and APPR. Educators are writing curriculum maps, 

units and lessons based on the NYS Common Core Learning Standards and are writing common assess-

ments for grade level content. Districts are investigating principal and teacher evaluation rubrics and 

choosing which ones are best for their district. The New York State Reform Agenda has led to many 

days of professional development.  

  

Though much is written about professional development, there have been few rigorous research studies 

that have connected professional development to student learning (Guskey and Yoon, p. 496). Guskey 

and Yoon were able to identify common elements of effective professional development. All of the rig-

orous studies showed a positive relationship between professional development and improvement in 

student learning (p. 496).   

 

“All of the studies that  showed a positive relationship between professional development and improved 

student learning involved workshops or summer institutes. These workshops focused on the implemen-

tation of research-based instructional practices, involved active-learning experiences for participants, 

and provided teachers with opportunities to adapt the practices to their unique classroom situa-

tions” (Guskey and Yoon, p. 496). The authors also found that improvement in student learning was 

gained through involvement of outside experts.  Professional development involves a commitment of 

time but that time must be used wisely.  A wise use of 30 contact hours of professional development 

showed positive effects. Effective professional development includes “structured and sustained follow-

up” (p. 497).  Professional development that focuses on specific subject-related content or pedagogic 

practices is the most effective.   

 

Traditional evaluation of professional development has been about the immediate reactions of the par-

ticipants. Additionally, evaluation should include whether participants gained new knowledge and 

skills, whether participants will change instruction, and whether student learning is affected (Lewis, p. 

462). 

 

Inquiry Teams need to collect evidence of the success of their endeavors (Hirsch and Killion, p.468).  

Using questions like the following will guide this process:  How has the Inquiry Team contributed to 

higher student learning? How has the Inquiry Team contributed to teacher professional development? 

How has instruction changed as a result of the work of the Inquiry Team? As the NYS Reform Agenda 

focuses on sustained system and school improvement, reflection on effectiveness and success can be 

built into the Inquiry Team protocol.   
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